Opponents of California's $3-billion plan to fund embryonic stem-cell research say that the proposal would give researchers carte blanche to rewrite well-established ethical guidelines to suit their needs.
They say the research institute planned under the initiative will be exempt from legislative supervision and, if established, will be able to make its own rules about conflicts of interest and informed consent.
Proponents are reacting angrily to the charges, saying that the proposal provides the highest possible level of accountability and will serve as a model of how science can be funded at the state level.
The California Stem Cell Research and Cures Initiative will appear as Proposition 71 on the ballot in the elections due on 2 November. If passed, it will authorize a bond issue of nearly $3 billion over ten years to fund embryonic stem-cell research and infrastructure. It will create the California Institute for Regenerative Medicine to distribute the funds.
But public opinion is sharply divided on the proposition, with 45% in favour and 42% opposed.A California columnist has branded it an "audacious raid on the treasury" and details of the initiative are under increased scrutiny in the run up to the election.
The institute will be run by a 29-member Independent Citizens Oversight Committee. Although most committee members will be selected by high-ranking elected officials, including the governor and lieutenant governor, the legislature will have no power to intervene in the institute's affairs or to change the provisions of the initiative.
This could create problems because public money is involved, warns Daniel Sarewitz, an expert on science policy at Arizona State University in Tempe."Scientists don't like the fact that the ugly democratic process has stopped them from doing certain kinds of research," he says. "This is an attempt to go around that process."
Proposition-71 backers say that in this case it is necessary to exclude the legislature to ensure that it will not misappropriate the bond fund to help balance the budget. The committee will be accountable in other ways, supporters of the proposition say, with open meetings and an annual analysis of its finances. "We have the highest possible standards of accountability," says initiative spokeswoman Fiona Hutton.
This does not reassure Diane Beeson, a medical sociologist at California State University, Hayward, who says the committee will have unrestricted freedom to rewrite the rules of informed consent. At first, these will have to be "generally based on"the standards established by the National Institutes of Health (NIH), according to the text of the initiative, but the committee will then be free to modify them as necessary.
Beeson claims that passing Proposition 71 will result in poor women lining up to donate eggs for the development of stem-cell lines, in exchange for the modest payments permitted to cover expenses.
Rex Greene, who is an oncologist and spokesman for the opposition, says that the committee will also have the power to rewrite its own conflict-of-interest guidelines, after initially basing them on NIH rules. "It's going to be a sham of peer review,"he says.
Such charges are groundless, counters Irving Weissman, a stem-cell researcher at Stanford University, who helped author the measure. He promises that scientists based outside California will advise the committee on which grants to fund. "We want to avoid even the appearance of a conflict," says Weissman.
